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Random Ramblings — Patron-Driven Acquisitions,
eBooks, and Economic Self-Interest
Column Editor: Bob Holley (Professor, Library & Information Science Program, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI 48202;
Phone: 248-547-0306; Fax: 313-577-7563) <aa3805@wayne.edu>

W

hat is the appropriate role of economic self-interest in collection
development? The quick answer
most likely depends upon your type of library.
Patron-Driven Acquisitions (PDA) is based
upon the premise that academic libraries should
focus their purchases upon materials immediately needed by their users in these times of
economic stress. The availability of digital
resources, print-on-demand, and the out-ofprint book market makes it possible to acquire
most materials just-in-time rather than the old
model of stockpiling resources just-in-case.
While this model reduces the number of current
purchases, the advocates of PDA contend that
they are not responsible for the economic well
being of publishers and that publishers need
to find ways to change their business model to
meet the new economic realities.
Economic self-interest is being viewed
much differently by public librarians. The big
publishers who get most of their revenue from
retail sales are taking advantage of the licensing
of eBooks to change the way they deal with
both libraries and bookstores to further their
economic self-interest. From refusing to sell
eBooks to libraries to requiring repurchase
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after a certain number of uses, these publishers
are making fundamental changes to increase
profits. They contend that they don’t have any
obligation to libraries if they can make more
money by selling more books to readers who
would have otherwise borrowed them for free.
Public libraries and the American Library
Association are trying to push back to force the
publishers to sell these eBooks to libraries, but
copyright law gives publishers the right to sell
to whomever they please. In the old business
model, the first sale doctrine would have given
libraries workarounds for physical content; but
electronic licensing changes all that.
I contend that economic self-interest should
induce librarians and publishers to look beyond
immediate economic benefits to consider
long-term goals. For academic libraries, I’m
focusing on university presses as a key part
of the scholarly communication process. Not
buying university press titles as they come out
will create financial hardships unless the press
has a strong backlist to generate revenues. If an
academic library stops buying a high proportion of university press titles, the library saves
money. Within the larger university community, however, faculty who need to publish a

book for tenure will have fewer possibilities
of finding a press willing to publish excellent
scholarship that won’t sell through PDA. The
individual decisions make sense for the library,
but the collective decisions of all libraries have
the potential to impact negatively faculty at all
institutions. I have no idea if faculty will figure
this out, but they may not feel kindly toward
their own library if they do. As an aside, I
strongly support some way to create an open
access alternative to the tenure book that is
based upon an honest and scrupulous review.
University presses can also push back individually and collectively. Nothing would stop
a press from selling all its titles, now preferred
in digital format, as a package at a reasonable
per title price while charging a higher price for
individual institutional purchases, for example,
$100, $200, or perhaps even more. They also
don’t have to agree to allow their titles to be
included in the library catalog for PDA purchases. The serial publishers had institutional
subscription prices long before the arrival of digital documents. If libraries buy books according
to their economic self-interest, why shouldn’t
university presses sell them according to the
continued on page 76
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same principle? Their commercial publishing
colleagues certainly don’t have any scruples.
My final point will be more controversial.
Establishing the principle that academic
libraries evaluate their actions according to
economic self-interest opens up the possibility
that their host institutions will do the same in
evaluating the academic library. I worry about
the future of academic libraries with the arrival
of Google, the decreased importance of reference, faculty buying their own books, and the
growing numbers of online students who are
much harder to convince to use library services.
The Internet favors disintermediation. I’m not
sure what I would say to an administrator who
proposed on the grounds of the institution’s
economic self-interest that another unit could
purchase and support the databases that the
faculty select and that the faculty might as well
purchase what they want (PDA) without library
intervention. The level of service for some
would certainly not be the same, but it might
be good enough and have enough economic
justification to be implemented. To avoid this
scenario, I believe that libraries need to nurture
support and create good feelings among its
constituencies as most academic libraries have
done in the past. Doing so individually and
collectively might require blunting the focus
on economic self-interest in some cases or at
least hiding this principle well enough that
others don’t have reason to use it against the
academic library.
The situation for public libraries is different because they are suffering from having
some major trade publishers act in what they
believe to be their economic self-interest. If
these publishers are willing to walk away from
sales to libraries, estimated at 9% of their total
sales, public libraries have little direct leverage
to change this decision. For public libraries,
the first strategy would be to challenge the
publishers’ assumptions that library lending
hurts their profitability. Perhaps the research
already exists or could be commissioned to
provide some proof for the reasons commonly
given on why libraries don’t harm publishers
and may even benefit them. To begin, an
argument can be made that high library circulation can co-exist with high publisher sales.
A guest lecturer to my collection development
class, Celeste Choate, showed figures that
both public library circulation and book sales
are among the highest in the nation in Ann
Arbor. While this campus community may
be atypical, perhaps further research would
show that high library use and book buying are
linked. A second point is that the availability
of books in libraries doesn’t detract from sales
as much as publishers believe because library
users wouldn’t have bought the book anyway.
Contrary to the argument above, some library
users most likely don’t buy many full-priced
books out of principle or due to the lack of
money. The literature on copyright infringement is filled with analysis that the number of
“stolen” copies of music or films does not translate into the dollar value of lost sales because
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Born and Lived: Born in Chattanooga, Tennessee, and lived most of my life in Flintstone,
Georgia, a beautiful rural area about five miles south of Chattanooga. I lived in Panama
City, Florida, for three years and Biloxi, Mississippi, for three years when I worked as a
contractor for the U.S. Air Force.
Professional Career and Activities: My first career was as a graphics illustrator.
My undergraduate degree is in Commercial Art. Then I became a librarian. I got my MSLS
while working as a copy cataloger at UTC, then moved into a tenure-track position. I’m
very active in the Chattanooga Area Library Association and the Tennessee Library
Association.
Family: My immediate family is my dog, Bridget, a Norwegian Elkhound, but I’m very
fortunate to have my mom, sister, and brother living very close to me.
In My Spare Time: I spend a lot of time digging in the dirt, so please don’t look at
my fingernails too closely! I create rock gardens, read mostly genre fiction, hike in state
parks, and collect rocks.
Favorite Books: Anything by Lois McMaster Bujold, James Lee Burke, Diana
Gabaldon, Jacqueline Carey, and Sarah Addison Allen. My all-time favorite book is
Shards of Honor by Lois McMaster Bujold.
Pet Peeves: Arriving home to discover that my fast food order is wrong! Why do
restaurants always assume that hot and spicy is the way all people like their food?! Why
is the Travel Channel all about food and ghosts now?!
Philosophy: From the great philosopher Cicero: If you have a garden and a library, you
have everything you need. Also... just breathe.
Most Memorable Career Achievement: Presenting at a national conference (Charleston is my first).
Goal I Hope to Achieve Five Years from Now:
I’ve decided just recently that I would really like to start
working on a second Masters. I also want to get a Master
Gardener certification.
How/Where I See the Industry in Five Years:
In December, I will have been a librarian for 20 years
and every year has seen something new. I don’t expect
anything to be static.

the “thieves” wouldn’t have bought the stolen
content. A third contention is that libraries are
more likely to purchase relatively unknown
authors, especially those who have received
good reviews in the library press. Increasing
the readership of these authors makes them
better known and may ultimately translate into
higher sales and profits for publishers. With
the Amazon long tail, this argument perhaps
makes less sense than it used to but may still
have some validity.
Economic self-interest does create some
allies for public libraries. If the commercial
publisher has a library division, these employees have great economic self-interest in
selling to libraries since the existence of their
division is at stake as print sales decline. The
library jobbers have the same self-interest of
wanting to sell as many eBooks as possible to
their customers. Their desire to put pressure
on publishers may not be quite as strong since
public libraries may not have reduced their
purchases from them but are rather spending
the acquisitions budget on other materials.

The final strategy for public libraries is to
publicize this self-serving economic strategy on
the part of commercial publishers. The public
still has a favorable view of libraries and may be
able to apply some pressure on these “greedy”
publishers. In addition, some want to borrow
the books at their local public library. The letter
from Maureen Sullivan, ALA President, to the
publishers is a good example of implementing
this strategy. Public librarians should tell their
patrons why the library doesn’t have the eBooks
that they wish to borrow and suggest that they
complain. Library associations at all levels
and individual libraries should take their case
to the press. They, along with their patrons,
should use social media to put pressure on the
publishers. Effective lobbying on Facebook,
Twitter, and YouTube can sometimes produce
the desired results. Even talking to politicians
at the state level, as was done in Connecticut,
increases awareness of the issue even if state
laws cannot force publishers to sell to libraries
since federal copyright takes precedence over
state legislation.
continued on page 77
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To return to the central idea behind this column, focusing on economic self-interest can have
short-term benefits and long-term disadvantages
in collection development as well as in life. I tell
my collection development classes that libraries
should realize that vendors need to make a profit
to stay in business and that their staying in business helps libraries by providing competition and
multiple service options. This principle, like most,
has limits. Sometimes vendor profits are excessive. Sometimes a library is in desperate enough
financial circumstances to look only at short-term
economic benefits since the library simply won’t
have a long term without doing so. On the other
hand, in this time of rapid change and uncertainty,
the best strategy for libraries, publishers, societies,
and vendors is to consider not only the economic
benefits for tomorrow but to consider where the
organization would like to be economically in the
long term. Alienating customers and losing allies
for immediate gain is a much more popular model
than it used to be, but the old-fashioned principle
of looking to the future may still be the wiser
economic decision.

Analyze This: Usage and Your Collection
Column Editors: Rossi Morris (Corporate Communications, EBSCO) <RMorris@ebsco.com>
and Kathleen McEvoy (EBSCO) <KMcEvoy@ebsco.com>

What We’ve Got Here Is a Failure to Communicate
by Forrest E. Link (Acquisitions Librarian, The College of New Jersey Library)
<linkf@tcnj.edu>

W

hen considering the value of usage
statistics, it is important to realize
that, to paraphrase Lord Hewart,
data must not only be kept; it must be seen to
be kept. Readers of a certain age will recognize the title of this paper as the tagline of the
1967 Paul Newman film Cool Hand Luke, a
classic ’60s tale of obstinacy and idiosyncrasy
— values honored in Hollywood entertainment
but often expensive indulgences for libraries.
While in the film miscommunication is the
result of a willful denial of circumstances, in
library information management, the unwitting
neglect of valuable data results in (you guessed
it) a failure to communicate.
Here at The College of New Jersey Library, we do a strong business in interlibrary
loan (ILL), averaging about 1,700 book titles
borrowed each year. We also purchase about
5,000 books each year. Now, many libraries
have policies in place whereby ILL book requests are linked to purchases. That is, when
a book is requested on ILL (sometimes the
first, sometimes the second time) it is obtained
via rush purchasing.1 This is often faster
and, arguably (since the actual cost of ILL is
notoriously hard to pin down),2 cheaper than
traditional ILL.
This brings me to the usage study at TCNJ.
Since doing an eBook coverage study last
year and attending a session at Charleston
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Conference 2011, presented by Richard Entlich, Cornell’s Collection Analyst Librarian,
I’ve been intrigued by the fonts of data our
ILS (Voyager) is able to spew out. It’s all a
matter of constructing access queries. I’m
also interested in how collection development
practices are evolving in the face of declining
budgets, the flood of electronic resources, and
the growing ease of gathering usage data. So,
I thought it might be interesting to see how
our purchasing relates to what our patrons are
seeking via ILL.
TCNJ Library does not have a policy to
purchase instead of borrow on ILL. Book
selection is done by subject specialists based
on: faculty recommendations; their own subject
knowledge; review sources, like CHOICE;
and electronic notifications from our vendor,
YBP. Usage data on ILL requests are siloed in
access services and used mostly by VALE, our
state consortium. By correlating ILL requests
with purchasing records and working on the
assumption that ILL requests are indicators of
user needs, I hoped to discover: 1) if and to
what extent we are purchasing book titles subsequent to (but independent of) ILL requests;
2) if there are variances in subsequent purchases by subject specialists (in other words, if
some subject specialists are doing a better job at
anticipating user needs than others); and 3) if
there are patterns of ILL requests that indicate

areas where there is a demonstrated need that
is not being filled by purchases. Answers to
these questions might help us decide whether
a purchase policy for ILL might make sense
for TCNJ Library.
Envisioning this paper as a pilot study for
an anticipated comprehensive approach to the
questions above, with the help of our Head of
Cataloging, Cathy Weng, I gathered data from
Voyager on ILL book requests for the 2010 calendar year. In that year, we had 1,737 ILL book
requests for 1,309 unique titles. I matched that
list of titles against our book purchases from
January 2010 through June 2012: a total of
9,839 books representing 9,414 unique titles.
The results were surprising.
Of the 9,414 unique titles purchased, only
46 were books previously requested on ILL
during 2010. Because of the small number of
these subsequent purchases, it was difficult to
identify areas where our selectors were more
effectively meeting user needs, although there
was some indication that books requested in
music and Islamic studies were being picked
up. In trying to identify areas of particular
interest to our ILL requestors (and presumably
areas of weakness in our collection), it turned
out that LC class P, Language and Literature,
accounted for 434 of our ILL requests and only
three subsequent purchases.
The data begin to answer my questions,
but bring up others: Should we be considering demand-driven purchasing for ILL?
If so, because the ILL volume is so high in
relation to our purchasing volume (1,309
continued on page 78
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